INTRODUCTION
In the CNS, axonal lesion induces retrograde degeneration of affected neurons. Axotomy of the adult rat optic nerve (ON) results in secondary apoptotic death of 85% of the retinal ganglion cell (RGC) population within 14 days (Villegas-Perez et al., 1993; Berkelaar et al., 1994; Garcia-Valenzuela et al., 1994) . Neuronal apoptosis is regulated by Bcl-2 family proteins (Reed, 1994; Isenmann et al., 1997 Isenmann et al., , 1999 , and caspases-3 and -9 play a role in both the regulation and the execution of secondary RGC death (Deveraux & Reed, 1999; Kermer et al., 1998 Kermer et al., , 2000 . Peptide inhibitors reduce caspase activation and diminish apoptosis (Kermer et al., 1998; Schulz et al., 1999) . Likewise, the viral caspase inhibitor p35 and the evolutionarily conserved mammalian caspase inhibitor XIAP (X-chromosome-linked inhibitor of apoptosis; Deveraux et al., 1997 Deveraux et al., , 1998 rescue RGCs following adenoviral gene transfer (Kü -gler et al., 1999 (Kü -gler et al., , 2000 .
Neurotrophic factors, including brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) and glial cell line-derived 
